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Introducing FirstGroup and West Nottinghamshire College
FirstGroup is made up of the two elements: First Train and 
First Bus. First Bus is the largest bus operator in the UK, with approximately 9,000 buses operating in 40 towns and cities across the country. As an organisation that carries up to 3 million passengers each day, FirstGroup is committed to ensuring that its workforce have the skills necessary to maintain and develop their business. As government priorities and funding streams change, FirstGroup plans to introduce Apprenticeships to the business.

West Nottinghamshire College is one of the largest and best-performing colleges in the country. It was graded ‘Outstanding’ in every category in 2008 and is a Beacon college. It has over 24,000 students and £46 million turnover. The College has strong links with external businesses, among them Bombardier, Center Parcs, DB Schenker, DHL, First Bus and Trackwork. The College is also home to BKSB, the specialists in basic, key and functional skills learning resources and assessments for English, maths and ICT.

West Nottinghamshire College is at the forefront of the Government’s Apprenticeship agenda and is keen to work with other organisations and training providers to encourage the successful development of Apprenticeship programmes.
Starting point and project aims
FirstGroup has a successful record of delivering Skills for Life, ESOL and vocational qualifications through Train to Gain, but as the new focus shifts to Apprenticeships, the company plans to develop Passenger Carrying Vehicle (PCV) and Customer Service frameworks for their drivers and staff. 

The aim of this project was to develop a strategy for delivering the different elements of the apprenticeship frameworks, ensuring that the new Skills for Life qualifications were developed successfully as part of the programme.

FirstGroup currently has two strands of delivery, the first staffed by qualified assessors who support the vocational NVQs, and the second staffed by a Skills for Life team who teach the ESOL, Maths and English qualifications. The Skills for Life teaching is mainly delivered by the Union Learning Reps (ULRs) and the NVQs by experienced drivers.

The transition to Apprenticeships presented Mat Chapman, lifelong learning Manager at FirstGroup with a number of challenges. How could FirstGroup manage programmes that integrate both Skills for Life and vocational qualifications? How should teaching and assessment staff be deployed and should the Skills for Life delivery be on or off the job? Furthermore, should the company jump straight into Functional Skills, or should it take the more established route of Key Skills?

Exploring the Functional Skills option

With the support of Karen Peck and Debbie Brown from West Nottinghamshire College, Mat was prepared to explore the Functional Skills option, but only with the endorsement of the ULRs. Mat nominated Dave Pugh and Stuart Smith from First Bus to lead the project, to explore the benefits and challenges of Functional Skills and to begin to formulate recommendations for their delivery.

Dave and Stuart are men who don’t waste time. They met with Karen and Debbie and quickly saw the appeal of Functional Skills as qualifications that they could deliver with integrity. However, they recognised that this needed testing out on the team and suggested a workshop in London to bring together the regional project workers, who manage the ULRs, to find out whether their enthusiasm could be shared. 

On 24 February, Karen led a workshop on demystifying Functional Skills for Dave, Stuart and the nine project workers from different regions across the country. The outcome was unanimous. This was a qualification they could enjoy teaching and by the end of the day they were keen to take the Functional Skills message back to their teams. They believed they had the expertise to deliver the qualifications successfully and were beginning to develop clear ideas about how it could be accommodated in their different regions. Stuart would lead the pilot and Manchester would be the first depot to introduce Functional Skills. It was now up to the teams to feed back to Mat and for him to explore the financial and staffing implications of embedding Functional Skills in the NVQ or developing discrete provision.

Decision day
March 16 was D-day – decision day. Karen and Debbie travelled to Manchester to meet Stuart and the Manchester depot manager, Adrian Arthur. A conference call with Mat provided the news they had been hoping for. FirstGroup would take on their first group of apprentices in Manchester. Time would be allocated to provide off-the-job Functional Skills support for the candidates through the ULRs. 
A programme for the selection and support of candidates was agreed and in order to maintain the integrity of the Apprenticeships, apprentices will be screened and pre-apprenticeship Skills for Life support will be available for candidates not yet ready for the full programme. Stuart will work with his team to develop and adapt resources and they will be supported by West Nottinghamshire College. They will have access to West Notts College resources and support from Debbie in developing programmes for learning and assessment. However, these will be built around personalised programmes to provide individualised support for every candidate. However, Mat has suggested that Key Skills remain an alternative for some candidates and this will be determined during initial assessment.

Quotes

“Slow but positive steps have been made to introduce apprenticeships into the business. It is hoped a creative and controlled environment will support the progress further.”

Mat Chapman, lifelong learning manager, FirstGroup

“As a result of attending the above events, the lifelong learning team and management at First Manchester are now fully conversant with the LSIS project and we now have a plan to implement Functional Skills into our training at the Manchester depot.”

Stuart Smith, project worker, First Manchester

“This has been a really exciting experience. The team at FirstGroup are dedicated to providing high quality training for their staff and I have been really impressed by their enthusiasm and commitment to making Functional Skills work as part of their apprenticeships. I know Stuart will work really hard to make the pilot a success.”

Karen Peck, learning consultant, West Nottinghamshire College
Outcomes

As a result of the LSIS project, FirstGroup has developed a model for the delivery of Apprenticeships. This will now be piloted in Manchester and following evaluation, developed and applied across the organisation. The evaluation will include student feedback, tutor and assessor feedback, and analysis of data and cost management, the effectiveness of initial assessment processes, resources, exam processes and support from the awarding body.

Managers at FirstGroup know that this is a journey and as the programmes roll out, they will face many challenges in preparing their staff and the organisation as a whole for change.

Future developments

In the light of the report on vocational education for 14–19 year olds, Review of Vocational Education – the Wolf Report (March 2011), Skills for Life qualifications are expected to undergo further changes.

In order to remain sector leaders in training their workforce, it is vital that FirstGroup continues to develop their Skills for Life qualifications. 

Karen Peck, learning consultant, West Nottinghamshire College
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Case study – FirstGroup








Developing a strategy to support literacy, language and numeracy in the transition to Apprenticeships 





Advice for other employers


Be bold. Begin with the vision of where you want the organisation to be, then take the first steps to get there.


Set targets that will provide a realistic measure of your progress.


Spend time with the people who will drive the change after you have gone. Their commitment and enthusiasm is vital to success.


Be honest. Change can be difficult to manage. Prepare people for the challenges as well as the successes.


Celebrate success, and share models of good practice between the team.





Adrian Arthur; Karen Peck; Stuart Smith; Debbie Brown
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